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4 . Growth Policy Workshops

Between February and September 1992, the Planning Board conducted a
series of five, three hour workshops to dicit awiderange of public opinion
about the many planning issues of concern for Cambridge today and in the
future Forty individuds from across the city, representing the

ne ghborhoods, the institutions and the busness community, participated
activey in these discussions. Each of the first three workshops included a
discussion of two planning topics Issues, proposed policies and supporting
materid s were given to the participants in advance to assist themin
preparing for the discussions. At therequest of the participants, two addi-
tiona workshops were hdd to dlow further exploration of the issues and
proposed policies.

Wha foll owsis asynopsis of the workshop topi cs and comments. The
Planning Board has reviewed dl of the comments fromthese sessions and used
themto hdp shapeavidon for the future of Cambridge and policiesto esSg the
Cityin achieving that vision.

The Conmunity D evd opment

Department prepared
wor kshop materials that wa'e

digributed to participants. A
series of policy questions
cover e a widerangeof
issues, andr el evant data was

appended.
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Transportation

In all of the mg or planning decisions of the | ast decade, transportéation,

and patiaulaly automobil e traffic, has been acentrd concem and hasproduced much debae.
Growth paligy disaussions considered dty-sponsored means to change the mode of travel {sing e
occupangy vehicles vs. other means, including bicyding orwalking), movement into and out of the
city andwithin itsboundaries, protecti on of nei ghborhoods fromcar and truck traffic and regiond
effortstoimproveairqudity.

Summary of Comments

Discussions grappled with how to protect the quality of neighborhood life from traffic
impacts while enabling needed levd s of economic growth. A recurring theme was the
regiond naure of theissue and the means of responding to it, paticularly in light of the
deve opment of a new/amended State Implementation Plan { SIP) to respond to federd
Clean Air Act mandates. Other factors outside the city's direct control indude agencies
such asthe MBTA and the high percentage of non residents commuting to work in Carrbridge.
Differences arose over whetherto emphas ze requirements, such as in restricting car use and
parking spaces, or incentives to reward ded red transit behavior.

There was broad support for City investment intransportaion alterngivessuch as jitneys,
vanpooling and shuttles; bicyding; and land use polid eswhich enaourage non auto nmobility and
concentraion of mxed used development closeto transt staions. Mandaory regul ati onsof car
trave shouldbe executedonly aspart of aregional effort, with the Gty taking theleadin Stae
noves to craft aregiond policy. Support was a s voiced for public- privae coopergion in
devd oping Trangportation Management Organi zations to pronmote dtemative trandgt programs such
as
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carpooling and employee educati on. Some partid pants stressed use of i ncentives or
"carrots" to lessen theburden on bus ness otherswere concemedtha "residentonly™
hiring initiatives were overly narrow. Regarding nd ghborhood traffi ¢ i mpacts, comments
supported existing policies concemingone way streets, roadway i mprovements and other
meansto divert cars and trudks. Given the City's limited authority, aregiond goods
movement planis neededto routetrudks around rather than through neighborhoods.

Housing

The cregtion, preservation, qudity, and aford ability of the city's housing stock
arevitd dements of the dity's fabric and contribute greatly to the city'ssocd and
physicd diversity. Yet responding to diverse housing needs while preserving the
physicd character of existing neighborhoods poses significant chdlenges.
Resources for producing new housing are scarce, dueto federd and state
cutbacks and the shortage of vacant land outside of former industrid areas.
Discussants considered whether the latter could accommodate residentid uses;
aso discussed were how to bdance existing densities with incentives to cregte
affordable housing, populaions totarge for housing, and preservaion of the existing
stock.

Summary of Comments

Partid pants | auded the retenti on of existing residentid character and densty, except in
cases where exi ging charader is | ess desirebl e. Exanypl es includeneighborhoods cl osely
bordering indugrid areas, or excessvdy dense high-ri sehous ng.

While nost agreed that more houd ng was needed for families with children,
particularly thosewith lower- noomes, afew concerns were raised about the proper
proportion of hous ng which should be "affordable." Others wondered whether future
demand warranted considerabl e new hous ng devd opment. Mandaing affordable
housingin new developments was generdly opposed, while partid pants supported the
use of incentives todevd op new affordabl e housing, and favored mai ntenanceof
affordability in the existing sodk through reconstruction. Racia minorities, especidly
newmers to the city, should betargeted for ass sance, aswell as persons with specid
needs. Rehahilitaion assistance should receive ahigh priority and be concentraedin the
city'sl ower-income nei ghborhoods. Rent control, whidch wasnaot touched on diredly by
proposed growth palides, sparked some debae aboutits access hility to lower-income
residents, the causes of the physicd deterioraion of rent contral buildings, andthe
amount of affordabl e housingin Cambridge.

Growth PalicyWorkshops 35



Most favored theind usion of hous ng as a conponent of development in the
evolving industrial aress, where appropriae, though cncem wasvoiced about effects of
pollution and the compatibility of industry and housing. Some business representaives
feared that new residentsin these aress would gpark conflict with theirindustria
neighbors. Well des gned buffers and transitiond zones were srongly reconmended.

Economic Devdopment and Employment

Economic activities are baththe objed of development palid es, such as
transportaion and |and use, and the vehid e for achieving them Much future
activity will likdy ocaur in thedty's evalving industrial districts, enconpassing ten
percent of the city's |and area. These areas are aunique assd, and d 90 suggest the
multiple and someti mes conflicting objedives sought by growth policy. Workshop
discussions highlighted the need for detdled, | ong-termplanning to regpond to
dedred godls, bathin thed der digrids and in other non residertid areas, such as
the commercia squares and digrids.Parti cipants commented on devd opment
areas, retail districts, employment and bus nessincentives, illuminaing many of
the key themes of growth pdigy: finding the appropriae scal e and mix of uses,
conpatibility of commerce with other activities, preserving neighborhood character
whil e ensuri ng economic vitality, and bal ancing regul &ions with incentives for
busg ness.

Summary of Comments

Patid pants gavequdified support for am xed-use planning gproach in the
devd opment areas. The need for avibrant tax and enmpl oy ment base, along with
anple space and flexibility of useto nurturenew indugries, waswidely

acknowl edged. Parti cipants heard testimony and volunteered many comments on
theimportanceofthe older industrial districts as acritical resource, bath for tax
revenueto support City services and as a source of new enployment, parti cul arly
in emerging, environmentally sound, technol ogy-based i ndustri es.

Other commentators felt that economi ¢ goals need tobe balanced with other
concems such & preseving the exi ging scal e of neighborhoods, minimizing traffic
impacts and ensuring asnooth transition between commercial and res dential uses,
through zoning and urban des gn. Such concerns extended to other non residentid
areas. In all cases commentators emphad zed the i mportance of addressng
unintended consequencesof economi ¢ devd ogpment, such as traffic, and the need
to talor development srategies for specific ciraunstances.
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Partidpants widely agreed tha large new conpeting retdl distri cts should not be
encouraged. Ground floor retdl in new offi ce devel opment wassupported strongly.
Neighborhood retdl ers deserve support, evenif facing economi ¢ obsol escence, because
they reducetraffic and provide opportuniti es for jobs and entrepreneurship. It was noted that
many retailers nead regiond as wdl aslocd customers to succeed. The paradox i s that such
success breadsits own probl ens, such asincressed traffic and change to the character of an
area.

The means for choosing devd opment palides didted many comments. Long-term
urban design plans providing a consistent and predictabl e environment for private
devel opments received support. Some comments stressed the need for consistency
between various policies, and for fairness in gpplying them to diverse privae
actors. Others debated the merits of business incentives versus regul ati on to achieve
dedred goals. All acknowledged tha somelevel of regulaionis inevitablein acomplex
city, but theneed to understand the consequences -pro and con -of public policy on busness
was accented. Fundamentd quegions about how the Gty decidesbetween housing and
commercia devel opment arose, particularly inlight of confii cts when the two are mixed,
and the high cogsofinfrastructure when uses are changed (as in East Carbridge, where
housing has grown up in onceindustrial trads.) The high cogsof environmental dean-up
for hous ng development was also noted. Some felt that the City neads to choose aspedfic
direction for particul ar areas.

The social context for development was atopic of concern. Employ-
ment andtraining policies were supported, especially thosetargeedto
women andminorities, to ensuretha all benefit equally from thefruits of
recent development and emerging industries. T he impact of economic shifts
onthe city's cultural diversity, andtheneedto preserve and grengthen the
latter, were also dressed.

Growth Policy Workshops 37



nstitutions

Thecity'singitutions, particul arly in higher educaion and hedth care, are aperennid
source of strength and friction for Cambridge. Conpeting demands for scarce land,
the tax-exenpt staus of ingitutions, and the concern over the city's character fuel
continuing concems. The chdlengefor growth palicy isto address thesei ssues while
allowi ng institutions to remain conmpetitive and adgpt to demogragphi ¢, economi ¢ and
technologicd change. Partid pants di saussed trade-offs between preserving taxable
land and supporting technol ogicd advances spurred by universty research. Areas
discussed ind ude community interaction, physical expand on, hous ng, preservation
ofthecity'stax base, commercial investment, and smaller ingitutions.
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Summary of Comments
Thereis grong publicsupport for aformal, ongoing dialogue between

the City and its inditutions about land use, future plans and
community needs for housng, job trdaning and elucaion. The
ingitutions also nexd to carry on intemal planning to deermine their
future needs and visions, particularly in light of development. While
some called on the univergties to maintan aformel liaisonwith public
schodl s, itwasobserved tha peast attempts resulted in controversy.

Comments focused mainly onthe universities, with some
recognition of the hospitals as mgj or ingitutions. The prevailing
sentiment at workshops ws to restti ct universities tolocaions
higoricdly occupied by such uses, through theinstitutional overlay
digricts and the Res dence C-3 zoning ded gnati on. University
expand on into residentid neighborhoods was generdly opposal,
though City control s over ingitutions' intemal functions recaved little
support. Expangon into éutting commercia aress, or in other
nonres dential areaswas not strictly opposed. Growth in thel atter case
was deemed acceptabl eif tax accords with the Gty were seaured,
retail and rd ated serviceswere apart of i nstitutional development, and
ifinstitutional uses and ownership did not overwhelmconmmercial and
indudrial digrids.

Most want to see educational ingitutions provide housing for
ther student, faculty and staff communities, where possibleon land

aready owned by ingitutions. When it isbuilt in éutting
neighborhoods, it should metch thescal e, dendty and character there.

While some resi dents suggested saellite campusesoutd de the city,
educaiond representaives felt this would clashwith their mission of
maintaining acollggid atmosphere. The position was expressed that
theingitutions shoud not expand at all, unless aclear benefitto the
city can be demonstraed.
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Urban Design and Environment/Open Space

Sustd nabl e devd opment is fundamentally ebout the quality of the urban
environment. That qudityis grealy affected by ahog of designissues ranging

from broad concepts which hd p definethe charader of apartiaular areato

spedfic detail swhich will makethat character comeaive. Dedgn plans and
guiddines have been devd oped for many parts of Cambridge; to ensureahigh
qudity environment, other aress will need to be addressed as well .

Open spaces uch asparks and recregtiond areas are essential to good urban design.
They reinforce and add thér own dimension to the qudity of life in a dense urban
community. Workshop partid pants cond dered the content of urban design standards
{height, sebad, use, densty, etc.), the smpe of thar application to different areas,
and the appropriae process of design review. Standards for historic preservaionin
spedfic digriaswereweighed aga nst the use of zoning mechanisms. Also disaussed
werethe cregion and mai ntenance of open space, as well as possible trade-offs with
other uses. Therewas support for theidea of sugainable desgn, in terms of building
in harmony with nature and with the cultural and historic charager of Cambridge.

Summary of Comments
Partid pants agreed tha height, setback, use, site development and density

standards should refl ect the Gity's fundamental urban des gn and environmental
gods. Somefelt that certan zoning provisions threaten neighborhood character;
others supported |l ower base zoning levds, with bonuses refl ecting open gpace and
transportaion goals. A citywide height limit wassupported. Creation of desgn
standards for new areasof devel opment was favored, but it wasnoted that the
city'simege changes fromsectionto sedion, and that plans should reflect tha
varigy. Emphasis should be on ded gning for the public experience, as in sreets
and open spaces. The concept of "sustanabl €" or environmentally gopropriate
devd opment wassupported, so asnot to shift environmentd costs to future
generdions.
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Comments about design review were mixed. Thetiming, scope andlocaion of such reviews ra sal
concems, as didthefairness of their goplicaion. Success gories, such as University Park, were cited,
whil e others cautionad tha design review can engender tameness or std eness. Parti ci pants agread that
dedgn review is needed in areas where small scd e changes could distupt the established character ofa
didrict.

Commentators favored open space and recreati on faciliti es supporting awide range of functions
and clientel es, ind uding the elderly and sped al needs popul ati ons. Some cited probl ers of access with
existing sites, dueto alack of transportaion orto programming congraints. They al o agread tha open
space provis on should be arequired mnponent of new commercia and res denti al devd opments.
Patidpants als0 bdieved that existing open gpace should not be replaced with ather uses, except under
extraordinary circumstances.

Partid pants supported the incorporati on of mei ntenancepl ans into open gace planning,
particularly through publicprivatepartnerships, such as egreements maede for the renovation and
mei ntenance of Winthrop Park. Also noted wastheimportanceof linking open spacesthrough an
"Olmstedian" vis on, strengthening pedestii an environments and recogni zing the utility of privae open
space. Somefelt that public access to privae open space should be encouraged.
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